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The focus of my presentation will be on advocacy for student workers in archives. I am
going to share my philosophy and thoughts on the current state of wages for archival
student workers and then share a case study of how my own advocacy played out at my
institution with lessons learned and strategies for negotiation.
I would like to frame my presentation as a call to action for all archivists who work with
students, as workers, interns, or volunteers. To help illustrate my points I am going to lean
heavily on popular culture, specifically the show:
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The Good Place! It is one of my favorites. If you are not familiar with the show, it is about
death, the afterlife, heaven and hell, and philosophy. I swear it is a comedy. Specifically, I
want us all to ask ourselves this question from the show: “What do we owe to each other?”
For the purposes of my presentation, “What do we owe to our student workers?” How are
we affecting the next generation of archivists and librarians when we offer wages so low
that only students with substantial support can take our jobs? In my opinion, it is like
hazing. We are saying, “I got paid poorly as a student worker, so you have to get paid
poorly too.”
When talking about raising our student wage I have heard many different justifications not
to raise wages like, “We could not possibly pay our students more money given budget
cuts”; or, “Student wages are commensurate with their job duties”; or, “We are offering them
valuable experience they can use to get a job”. Well, again, I ask the question: What do we
owe our student workers? What do we owe the next generation of archivists? I believe that
the answer should not be, “This is the way it has always been.”
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My answer is another quote from the good place: “I argue we choose to be good because
of our bonds with other people and our innate desire to treat them with dignity. Simply put:
we are not in this alone.” We should be advocating to increase our students’ wages
because we are not in archival work alone. Students work on time-intensive tasks critical to
preservation and access, contributing to the profession’s ultimate purpose. Yes, it is training
them for a potential future in archives, or library work, or just work in general. However, we
must recognize that our students are human beings with different experiences and
backgrounds, and all human beings deserve dignity and adequate remuneration for their
labor.
Archivists (in permanent positions) who supervise students have privilege with their
positions. We need to spare some of our advocacy for those that work for us – whether that
be students or contingent workers.
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Before diving into the issues here is my institutional context. The University of Kentucky is
the land grant institution for Kentucky; it has a complicated history with race, as most land
grant universities do. The Libraries paid students at rates between 8.20-8.80 an hour – with
25-cent raises for returning students. Additionally, UK’s School of Information Science has
transitioned to an online only program. The majority of their students no longer live in
Lexington, so our traditional labor force is much smaller. The Libraries is one of the largest
student employers on campus – and paid the least. Our new dean was interested in the
implications of raising the student wage, so he put together a group to look at the issue and
make a proposal.

4

I was a part of this group. I had been advocating in a more back channel capacity by
bringing it continually to my boss’ attention. That we were having trouble hiring, especially
hiring people of color, and that we were having trouble retaining students. That I struggled
to use my student budget because of these issues. The pandemic also intensified these
issues. This chart is the result of a survey the group sent out to student supervisors. You
can see that prior to the pandemic people generally felt like they did not have trouble hiring
– but post pandemic you can see that more people felt they had trouble. The Student Wage
Group at UK Libraries met often and talked a lot about the worth of student archival/library
labor; student financial stressors; and Equity, Diversity, and Inclusivity issues. I am going to
break those issues down a bit in the next three slides.
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So what is archival labor worth? The profession has been asking, talking, and screaming
about this question for literal decades. We are not paid enough for our daily workload or the
magnitude and importance of our work. We should all continue to advocate for the worth of
archival work, for higher pay for ourselves, for more support for our programs. However, we
also need to remember our students in this equation. Oftentimes archival work, including for
student workers, requires intellectual engagement, critical thinking, and attention to detail
(not to mention heavy lifting!) Also we often ask students to take on the responsibility of
processing a collection all on their own. That is a task that many professionals are paid to
do at different levels of complexity and responsibility. While professionals do still own the
higher-level tasks of policies, procedures, databases and systems integrity, adherence to
standards, and quality control, we are assigning students work very similar in scope to our
own.
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Students also have quite a few financial stressors such as the rising cost of tuition, student
loans, and the big one right now – rising inflation – making everything more expensive for
them. Anecdotally, recently we had a student say that they might have to quit their job to
find a higher paying position elsewhere because their rent was going up. Fortunately, the
moderate raise they received as a result of UK’s pay increase made it possible for this
student stay at their job in special collections. Additionally because of the pandemic, the
labor pool is smaller and wages have been rising. It is hard to hire people and it has been
since 2020. I have not been able to use the entirety of my student budget for years now,
because of trouble hiring students. My 8.20 dollar an hour job is not attractive to students
who can get paid between 12-15/hour at the campus Starbucks.
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There are significant Equity, Diversity, and Inclusivity issues surrounding pay for archival
student workers. Our administrators are building EDI into strategic plans and trying to find
solutions to the diversity problem in libraries and archives. If we look at generational wealth,
people from diverse backgrounds have less. I identify as a middle-class, white woman and I
acknowledge and appreciate all that my parents have provided for me. I had their support
during graduate school, so was able to take jobs aimed at giving me experience. I put that
solely at the feet of generational wealth. We struggle to diversify the profession because we
simply do not pay enough. This is a quote from my Graduate Assistant from several years
ago. They happened to be a person of color.
“I adored working at the Special Collections Research Center and I would honestly
recommend it to any student that could afford to accept the position. I didn't include that
word "afford" in my official answer, but it is a haunting word. My year and a half at the
library was probably the most stressful of my entire life. Accepting a graduate assistantship
means you sign away your ability to take a second job. I was netting about $605 a month
and my rent, including all utilities, was $600. $8.80 with only 20 hours a week is not a
livable wage in Lexington, and it'll eliminate potential candidates without an innate source of
income (like a parent, spouse, or inherited/independent wealth).”
So how can we encourage more students of diverse backgrounds to be archivists and
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librarians? We can start by paying them a decent wage. We can start by stopping this
practice of telling them that their wage is fine, and that we are giving them valuable
experience at the same time we imply that they are selfish to ask for more. We can actually
ask our institutions to put their money where their mouth is.
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This is my last quote from the Good Place – “This is why everyone hates moral philosophy
professors”. I think we should become moral philosophers when it comes to advocating for
student workers, especially in the context of increasing wages so people of diverse
backgrounds actually maybe could afford to work for us. People may hate us for being the
squeaky wheel, for speaking an uncomfortable truth that feels insurmountable, but,
nevertheless, we need to carry on.
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Back to the work of the Student Pay Group at UK Libraries. I took on the work of
benchmarking. I benchmarked UK Libraries student wages against UK’s official benchmark
list by asking their libraries what they paid student workers. This graph is my benchmarking
pivot chart correlated with the cost of living for each university’s location. As you can see,
UK is not at the bottom, but is definitely below most of our official benchmarks. The group
also surveyed student supervisors about their experiences with student hiring, work-study
students, opinions on pay rate, and the complexity of skills required by their student
workers. At the outset of the work, the group was divided about raising the student wage.
Ultimately, though, the group decided with some give and take to recommend raising the
wages even with the knowledge that this would essentially decrease the number of student
hours available in the budget. The wage increase ended up being about 2 dollars for each
level of student employment.
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As a result of my advocacy and inreach to this group, I have some tips and considerations
for working with a group divided on an issue. Firstly, I urge people if they are advocating for
the worth of archival work and you work in a library setting – be diplomatic – do not be
comparative. In my case making comparative statements about the difficulty of work
between student positions in the library and in the archives was counter-productive.
Archival work is often intellectually complex, other library student jobs can have similar
levels of complexity as well as an incredible amount of responsibility – like keeping a
building open at night. You need to be empathetic to the struggles of your coworkers in your
organization. There was a lot of emotion around raising the student wage and the root of it
was not so much denying that students deserved more money, but that they and their areas
were feeling unsupported due to COVID-19 budget cuts. I urge people to be empathetic.
You will never win people to your side by being a jerk. Be practical – frame the issue as
solving a problem. We were having trouble hiring, students did not want our jobs, and we
had student budgets going unspent. Raising the student wage is a reasonable practical
response to the pressures of the labor market, even in higher education. Gather data! Data
is viewed as neutral and can back up your argument. Seeking feedback from other student
supervisors was important – it was a channel of communication and input. Lastly – be
creative! One of the most interesting things to come from the group was this idea of
creating a fund to support student workers. The Libraries’ Executive Committee took this
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idea and transformed it into a fundraising initiative to support student employee enrichment.
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In conclusion, advocate for student workers when you can and do not give up. I found in my
advocacy that nay-sayers had no good response to the assertion that we were pricing our
jobs for students supported by their parents. That we were entrenching the EDI problem in
libraries and archives by offering our students such low wages. Embrace doing less. If you
increase student wages it essentially decreases your student budget. But I say doing less is
fine. You can feel good about it, because you are being less exploitive. Be empathetic in
the face of resistance. You know the expression, “you don’t catch flies with vinegar”. You
will never gain supporters if it turns into an emotional argument. You will only cause hurt
feelings and entrench opinions. Meet people in the middle – what can we do now? It might
not be what you want, but get what you can for your students. Finally, be a moral
philosopher and stick to your ideals, even if you are meeting people in the middle, even if
you are using empathy with those that disagree with you, you can still be relentless.
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